
DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 200.044

AUTHOR
TITLE
PUB DATE
NOTE:-

FL 012 233

Fraser, Carol
Teaching 'Writing Skills; Focus on: the Process.
79
16p.: Paper presented at the conference of the
Canadian Council of Teachers cf English (Ottawa,
Ontario, May 1979).

EDES PRICE/- MF01/PC01 Plus Postage. ``

DESCRIPTORS *English (Second Language); Postsecondary Education:
Secondary Education; Second Langwe Instruction:
*Writing Instruction; *Writing Processes

7'ABSTRACT
Current views of the writing process are explored;

amd implications are drawn from them for the teaching of writing../
(skills in the second. language clasS. Certain psychological processes
seem to be common to most writing tasks, namely: (1) the 'conception
stage; (2) the incub tion stage, in which two mental processes are at
!work 'getting the fac s and arriving at a synthesis in terms of the
.woriteris own thinking 'Ad (3) the productiOn, or actual writing
stage. A final element that could be added-is the revision process i
,whichthe writer takes on the role, of the reader. Another
,writing-process -model incorporates. these stages; and points out the
need to edit ccntinuously as one writes in order to bridge the gap
between thinking, which proceeds at a rapid rate, and transcribing, a
much slower pzbcess. According to aicomposite model, drawn from the
research literOure, teaches input into the writing process is most
effective in the pre-writipg and .the 'rewriting stages. Suggestions
for this- inp-ut ate: (1) facilitating student recall of information:
-(2). specifying .the context as clearly as. possible; (3) helping
student'ge* the data right in terms of his or her own intentions; (4)

correcting., student errors, prefeiably in an interview;' (5) teaching
the student how to edit: and (6) using controlled exercises. (AM),

***********************************************************3ic**********
* Reproductions supplied.: by EDRS are the best that can be made *.

* from the original document. *

*****************************************************"************:



TEACHING WRITING SKILLS:.

FOCUS ON THE PROCESS

Carol graser

Paper. presented at:

Canadian:Council of TeacherS of English

Conference, Ottawa, May 1979

,:TESL:179 Conference;' Toronto, November 1979

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH.
EDUCATION &WELFARE
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF

EDUCATION,

THIS Doet1mENT HAS BEEN REPRO-,
DUCED EXACYLY AS RECEIVED FROM

-. THE PERSON_ OR ORDANIZATION,DRIDiN-.
p TING 4T POINTS OF tNEWOR OPINIONS'
STATEID bo NOT NECESSARILY REPRE-
SENT OFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
EDuCAT+ON POSiTloN.OR POLICY

"PERMISSION TO;REPRODUCE THIS
MAT IAL HAS illtEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIO AL RESOURCES.,
INFORMATION CEN (ERIC)."..



Ip recent years, there has/been a renewal of in-

lerest in the teaching of writing. In part; this has- been

due to educators re-evaauating the place of writing in

the school curriculum in fhis time of the expanding use of

audio visual communication media and parental demand for

a 'back to \the basics' curriculum. However; in part this

renewal of interest in writing haS been due to the 'rapid

development bf psyChOlinguistics with its foctis on the

study of the': langua'sge learningi oroces6.

Research in and specifically re-
/

search into the rea ing process has enlarged- our under-

standing of the, writing process and has resulted in a

change in locus in writing research in-the past decade.

Traditionally; interest in .wkiting and the teaching of

composition was centered one the product of writing the-

finished/ text . Researchers , :educators analyzed and

agreed upon !good models' of written text. On, the basis

/of these analyses. they claisified kinds of writing and

prescribed maxims of good writing. Teaching practice

focussed on introducing the student togoo4 models and

giving him stylistic rules' with which to judge his own

ei writing. A typical set of these prescriptive rules is

as follows:

1. ahoose a suitable design :and. hold to it'.
1

2. make. the paragraph the unit of composition.
3. Use the active voice. /

4. Put statements in poSitive form.
5. Use definite; specific, concrete language.
6. Omit needless words.
7.. Avoid a succession of loose sentences.-
8. Express ' co-ordinate ideas in similar form.
9; Keep related words together.

10. In summaries, keep to one tense.
11. Place the 'emphatic words of a sent nce at the

end.

1(P .145 Hirsch. The, Philosophy of Composition; from.
W. Struiik and E.$3. White, PThe,!,Elements of Style.", New
York,_19,59).:
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ere has been a burgeoning interest in the

tirig or "processes. by Whi!Ch,writing is.pro

n p 19)°. And although the psycho.logical

ssed;of writing, are not yet well underdtoed,

e arsignificant insights to be gained'-from

e'latoduct"olented studies-have offered us

t to teach (what are. 'some of the linguistic

atute associated with good writing and what

seem to "develop in tne student control over

Aa fuller- understanding of the cognitive

involved,in writing "should" give us insight

to teach "composition" skills (that is, at what

during the process can the teacher effectively in-

rvene), and what kind: of input is .most, effective in in-

fludncing the development ofour-studentslwriting abilities.

This cod .help us to answer questions such as What is

the value of the plan in the composition process?

or -,When4s it best to foCus on sentence level

items?. . - before students.rwrite freely-as, in many'

controlled:writing exercises e . . or after students have

written thtolfgh a correction-rewrite procedure?

% In this paper :I want to explore current views' of the

writing process and draw from them implications for the

teaching of writing skills in the second language class-

room.

The Writing Processes.

Current views of the writing process have developed

from three main sources. .First, from observing both

directly and indirectly what people do as they write (Jariet

Emig, James Britton), secondly,from postulating.a model

of what'must happen based on our knowledge of the limita-

tiOns of the processing system of fluent writers (Frank

Smith), and thirdly,from hypothesizing from what we know.

about the reading process to what the .writer must cater

to..



As Dr. Britton and his associates note in their re-

port of on-going research "The Development of Writing

Abilities (11-181", it is clear that there are many

,different processes \invojtlyed in producing different kinds

of writing. However, Dr. Britton like other researchers

of the writing process feel that there are certain psy-

chological processes that are common to most writing

tasks-..albeit in different portions-.

Dr. Britton suggests. three such stages: two pre-

writing. preparatory stages, the conception and incubation

stages, and a production
/-stage,

The first stage, 'Conception', is a pre-writing stage.

It "is' .completed when the writer knows that he going

to write and -has formed some idea
I

of, what is expected of

him." (Britton p. 25) In this stage, the writer selects

from what he knows arid thinks, and relates the ewriting

task to this cognitive framework: The writer's ability
-

to recall is critical at this stage. In the school set-
.

ting the way in which the teacher sets:-up' the task signi-

ficantly effects the students' ability .to process at this

stage. instructions in which the purpose of the task,

how the topic is ic.c: be handled, and the role relation-,

ships involved (that i's the social context of the task)

are not clear make it difficult for the student to pro-

gress through this initial stage: "for the child who c&n

barely manage the task, the conception ,
stage can be aog

harder than the writing, itself." (Britton v. 25) On

the other hand, the teacher can help the student through

`this stage by giving him detailed, step-by-step instruc

In Dr. Brittonys model the,seconcl stage, the incu-

stage,' is another prewriting and planning stage.

He associates two mental processes with this incubation

stage. Fifst the writer attempts to .'get it right' in



terms of the available facts. W ter strategies associated.

with this :Stage are the making of a summary and the writ-,
.

ing doWnlf factuai data. Secori y, the writer needs to

r2tht' in terms, his Own thinking:- The writer's

own communicative intention in the task is associated with

this step and teacher input aims to influence the kind of

procegs a student involves hinself in that is, .the

strategies a student uses to do the'sei task. conven-

tionally,teacher'inputiat this incubation stage has usually

focussed on the first step; that iS,guiding the student ter

plan and organize appropriately in terms of the given data.

For example, the compositiOn pip with its focus on signi--.

ficant data (unity) and logical order jcoherence) is a'

favorite teaching technique for influenting the student at

this stage in the, writing process. It is interesting to

note that concerning. THE PLAN, teachers, seem to prefer it to

students. Dr. Britton quotes from an eighteen-year-old'qirl

in their study as-follows:

Before any'big essay for example in English
literature, I think to myself .'yes plan an
essay like Miss said'. But I begin
to plan it and suddenly the urge to start
the actual piece of written:work is over-
powering and 'bang! goes the plan. . .

I can rely on this happening every time
without exception.

(Britton p. 27)

Howeve'i',Dr. Britton'suggests that the second step in this

incubation stage, "getting. it right" in terns of the writer's

own thinking: (his own intentions), is equally,essential
0

for the student. ThiS step necessitates that the student

-arrives at a synthegis of his own understanding;he'hasto

be able to explain the matter to himself.- This is where

the communicative aspect of writing comes- play and -.

without the writer being able to sy-Atheslizein terms of

his own intentions, any organization of significant data



hes little meaning Dr. Rritton notes, that too often this

aspect .of planning is neglected by teachers and he suggests

that one 'wey the teacher might guide the student through

this part .of the process is to allow students the oppor-..

tunity talk through the topic. This3. by-. allowing

/students to express tentative opinions and conclusions

will help them make' the essential synthesis.

The final stage in this model. is the production or

actual writing stage. It begins wheh the writer finds a

way. to start writing. Once started- the writer visually
writes for an' extended, concentrated period' of .time in

which interruptions are 'resented. Howeyer, even here writ-

ing is not continuous. Writers stop; scan. back over what

they have written, make alterations, -stare into the sky,

and continue writing. Teacher input at this stage which

often consists of specific stylistic . arid grammatical de

manas seems to have an adverse affect on. the process7 at

this point. Dr. 13ritton writes, "Dire' ct advice during

. writing is- seldom helpful. Whateyer Influence can be

exe ed Should come to the writer in other ways and at

other times at times. when he is not actuary engaged in

writing." .(Britton p. 37)

One final element in the - writing process which is

-important,' although it is 'not ..part of erne of the ...three

stages in. Dr. Britton s model,'is the revision process.

In this final activity, befOre -turning the text over

to the reader, the writer takes oh 'the role of reader

of his own- text in order to correct it, improve it, and

confirm that it does represent the thoughtS he intended.

In this process the reader-writer dialogue nature of the

communication is paramount as the writer has the chance,

to measure the fit between his in-entions as a writer

(thoughts) and the needs of the reader (textual represen-

tation) . The, role of this REVISION PRdCESS becomes of



primary importance, in

by Dr. Frank Smith.

Dr: Smith presents a mdel of the writing process that

is based not sc)n obserVation- but rather on our -knowledge of

man's memory processing system.
- 4

For Smith, writing is an interaction between-the brain

(thought) and text (written language). Two activities are

associated with each of, these poles in the interaction;

composing and ;transcribing. The. composiAg process is the_

ithinking (putting 4eato words) and the organizing of ideas.

The transcribing process is the actual writing down of these

ideas with all the conventions of grammar, spelling ,' and

punctuation. According to Smith these two activities are

in direct conflict becaUse-of the limitations of our -pro-

cessing system. -Composing is fast; it occurs at the ,rate

of thinking whiCh deems to be at ,about 200-250 words per

e view of the writing process held

minute,' the same rate as our comfortable rate of talking,-

listening, and reading. In contrast transcribing is slow;

it, is at a rate of about 15-20 words per minute. Smith

hypothesises that this slowness, of 'getting it down' in-

terferes with 'the composing process.

This is where thyditiliq process, a kind of ievi-

si n activity, comes in to -play so critical a role in Dr.

Smi s view of the writing process. In editing,- the writer

stops transcribing, reads over what he has written, make

necessary corrections, relateswhat has been written to his

thoughts and continues transcribing. For Smith, this edit:-

ing functions as the bridge between fast thinking and slow '

transcribing, and writing is a° continuous interaction be-

tween the brain and the text which is possible because of

this editing activity. Not only does the text influence

what worcis we are going to write down next, but we do get-
_

ideas as ':a consequence of the text. Good writers apparently

make a more extensive use of this editing activity' than do .
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poor writerS. As noted by. Walter Petty in."&view 19-f

Research on the Writing Process,""gOod writers tend to

be slower to do more revising (particularly as they read

/ what 'they have just written).and to stop more dften to do

this:reading",-(Odell p. 79).

According to. Dr. Smith's model,any problemsmith.
'

transcribing is ruinous for the composing process. ,The

fNUent writer copes because he-his-developed:a series of

'integrated movement sequences' for the writing down of

words and groups of wOras whichfallo4d himqo attend to

composing. In writing-, the fluent writer is paying atten-

_tion to meaningnot to the. Oonventions of transcription;

such as spelling and basic grammar which he has internal-

ized and which have become integrated-to the point whefe

and I quote: "ther,writer becomes preprogrammed to run off

a complex act as an integrated sequence that cannot be

modified or broken down into its-parts without.consider-

able disruption " Ap. 123 AlAabetic Writing). A lack of

'Integrated movement sequences' by slowing down thetrans-

cription process makes it impossible' to keep hold of

ideas long enough to get them down, inthe same way that

slow decoding, in the reading process seriously affects

memory processing and the ability to get meaning from a

text. As Smith. says "normal writing would be impossible

if we had to stop and think about:every letter individually,

just as piano playing would be impossible if the pianist

had to think about and play every arpeggio one note at a'

time" (Alphabet p. 125).

In terms of the learning and teaching of this com-

plex writing skill1Smith holds that like all complex, in-.

:tegziated, language activities we learn to,write by writing

and by getti4g appropriate feedback on this writing. Te,-

transcribing conventions in particular are difficult to

learn and are only learned-by constant correction. Smith



also underlines the need for the student to have fluent

models, of what good' writing is supposed to .be.

The third source of our expanding understanding of

the writing process is > based 'on- our knowledge of 'the

reading process. In this perspective, reading and writ-

ing are' 'considered as inverse faces of the same inter-,

pretative language process; an interaction between the
.

writer and the reader through the text. Since this in

teraction can only- take place to the extent that the

Writer and the reader share knowledge, the writer," to

communicate must make use of this shared' knowledge and

--Fate-N.to the needs of the reader. One way the writer

does this is by following the conventidons of ganguage

such as spelling rules, grammar, rules; and discourse

1

It

structure. including` accepted logic. By catering to these

expectations of the reader, the writer can Make reading

easier. Reporting on-going research, FranIc. -Smith noted

that the clearer and ,more explicit the global intentions

of the writer are expressed, the easier it is for the

read6r to read. Clear global, intentions essentially re-

fers to such good expoSitbrytactics as the use of topic

sentences at the beginning of a paragraph and the use of

explicit transitions between ideas. E.D. Hirsch, ,in

"The PhilosoPhy of Composition ",ext¢ns this concept of

the* writer catering. to the needs .of. the reader, to a de-
,

finition of good text: "a text is more efficient- than

another if it requires less effeft by the reader in under-

standing the very .same meaning" (Hirsch p. .8) . He suggests

this readability is best achieved when the clause struc-'

ture of a sentence does not tax theirnemory. processing sys

tern of the reader and allows for quick semantic closure

within the clause structure .(that. is, words are in clear.-

,..and close syntactic relationship) . -This ease of process,-

ing text (relative readability) is largely dependept on



the predictability of the te4t: Therefore, any strategy,

qr technique in writing.that.increases the predictabl.lity

and reduces uncertainty will make.the text/easier to read.

Thip knowledge-about the.needs of theeadier plays a

significant -role in the writing pi-ocespfirticulariy in

the revision stage,when the writer takes on the role of

reader of his owntext.

In suhmary then, we have a picture of the. writing

process that consists of three activities:.prewriting,

writing and 'rewriting.

In the prewriting stage, the writer first relates-,

the writing task to his cognitive framework and recalls

the relevant stored informattion:(concei)tion). He then

begins the process of selecting and organizing, the data
in terms of the information he has and in terms of his

communicative intention (incubation).
.

In the actual wrkting Stage, .three activities occur

and alternate: -composing in which.the writer thinks out

-what he will say (that is, what words,-in what _order);

transcribing in which the writer puts his thoughts down

on paper, and editing in which he.goes'back and forth

from transcribing to rereading to composing to trans-
.

cribing again.

Finally,.in the rewriting stage,-the'writer.takes

s..

on the role of reader and reviews. his text in order to

correct it, improve it, and confirm that it'does re-
,

present hip intended thought's.

Now, according to this composite model of the writ-

ing process, at what point a.s teacher i put effective

and what kind-of input is most effectiv ,in influencing

the developnent of ptudent. writing skills?

According to both\Smith and Britton teacher Input

into'the writing process is mOst effective in the pre-
.

writing and'reWrting stages. Input while the student
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is actually writing seems to be disruptive.. As Dr: Britton ,.
has obsarved:. 'Direct advice during writing is.''seldom help-
ful. Whatever influence can be exerted should come to the.

-writer . . . at oither.tines at times when he is not 'hc,tuat
en4aged in writing;" .(3ritton-p.: 37) Dr.:Smith's model'
suggests that -thi.s. is because any input upsets the :delicate
'balance the writer has between composing and transcribing
and puts too much of a strain 'on his',memory processing,
system.

In the prewriting, stage (s ) ; the most meaningful ,-teacher,
inPiat seems to be_of two types. First, input that

stuftunt recall of .infoctati"on: , or the ESI., student. this
could expand to include the recall- of language associated
with_the in.fomation. The other type of effective input is
i_hat which.helpS the student relate the, writing task to his- It*Own .cognitive framework 131''r Spec±fying the context of the
assignment as concretely as possible, that is, specifying;:
the purpose, the 'scope, and the writer-audience roles in-

, volved. One way the eac er can do this is by giving
students step-by-step ins,tr ctiOns concerning how to pre
pae to write. The teache can also teach students strategies

organizing their data, such :as:
(1) tile Plan, 0
(2) or a:system for writing down notes to help-them

retain facts in brief form
A

(3) or the different organizational structures of
-English text, (the topic sentence, the linear,developmeiit 'Of the paragraph, paragraph patterfrs
altewnating, opposing, etc 7_

However, ecatlally important in'thit prewriting stage is for
the' student to get thek-clata right in° terms of his own in-

. t."
Mentions. Britton ,suggests that this is closely, linked
with the poncept'of Joeing able to explain the matter to

ti

oneself 'an'd suggests 'tha
pkocedure hee P to :all

hi most effective teaching
Student 'the opportUnity to talk

3/4.:"



the topid_out, to test tentative opinions and' conclusions,

and to thus arrive at a -synthesis of their thinking. In

the ESL classrpom,this discussion would also _help the

student recall informatiOn and language.

In the rewriting stage effective teacher input can

be of two kinds. First, the teacher can correct student

errors. Dr. Frank. Smith maintains that in learning to

write the student learns by making. the attempt and being

corrected. The problem here of course is what to correct,

and" how much to correct. At Concordia University, where

I was inv ved in teaching composition for 4 years, we

have'fOund at a procedure combining the teacher-stpdent

interview tec ique with the technique of correcting only

some of the errors at an interview session is effective.

The teaCher-student interview allows us to be sure that

what we are correcting is a 'real' not .a careless error..

In our selection of eirors,we correct the global (or text

ones) first. These include such things as clear topic
I*

sentences, unity and coherence in the outline, and an -

e licit organization of functions within the paragraph.

Only .a er a rewrite-,to improve these global problems ,

do we focus on sentence and word IeVel errors. 14e have

also 'found that by directing the student to correct globa

-errors a lot of the sentential and word errors disappear
.

a'

seco teachers' can have meaningful inpUt

during this rewriting .stage- is by teaching the student

strategies for assuming the role of reader of his own text;

that is, teach the student -how to edit his 'Own work..., 'Peer

correction and checklist procedures' ara'appropriate here

especially if the_studentS are taught to _focus on the glo-

bal intentions of the writer (are my topic sentences

. clear? transiti-ons between ideas alear?) as well as such

focal aspects as 'good sentence grammar, spelling) and -punc-
.



I would now like to returne the question of teacher

intervention during the writing ,stage.

Both Dr. Britton and Dr. Smith, advise against any

teacher interference while the student is writing. This

kind of inpUt seems to'.11out an added emphasis--on the

transcribing process which is ruinous to the composing.

process. .A writer because of limitations on his :memory

processing system can't focus on _meaning and letters at

the same time., "Normal writing would _be impossible if

we had to stop and think about every letter (or word)

individually. " (Smith, Alphabet p. 125) Now, while I

agree that we should be wary of intervening ,during the

writing, there is a' place, for practice of the skills

needed in transcribing and composing. As ESL teachers

we can't assume that our students have control of the

language. A lot of our time spent in developing their

writing skills 1iS spent on the teaching of form both 4.
7 .

at the sentence and text level. For this purpose con-

. trolled exercises have proven to be effective. Tra-

ditionally, c rolled exercises in ESL methodology have

tried to effect the actual writing stage by imposing

certain cont.rols either at the level of comp__osing (semi-

controlled exercises) or at the level of transcribing

(controlled exercises).- More recently it has been suggested

(K. Johnson, H. Widdowson) that controlled, exercises'

be developed that focus the student on -the way different

writer intentions .ands different contexts effect the

written product. These controlled .exercises aim to

effect the process at the pre-writing stage.

Now according to this- model, we should note two

things in respect to our use of controlled exercises.
A.First, they 'are most 'effective if done before a "writ-

ing" task begins or as a remedial measure after comple-

tion of a "writing" task. Secondly, contrplled exercises



must not become an- end in themselves, that is, the only
kind. of writing task we give our, students. If we use
them as 1.ich, we essentially short-circuit the writing-
-process and we don',t give, our students the necessary
'opportunity to go' through all stages of the very com-
plex, Integiated, psycholinguistic writing process. This
may in part explain why, as so many Eireachers have so

,often observed, that there is little transfer between'
controlled and free writing. In writing,the whole is
more 'Ithan the, sum of the parts.
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